
 
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

 
 
  

Western Reserve Historical Society                 American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722                                                 (513) 487-3000 
wrhs.org                                                         AmericanJewishArchives.org 

 
MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 

Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         162           58           763 
 
 

The Wisdom of Israel, 1947. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



• • 
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When one goes prospecting in the fields of Jewish ethics, such fields &s one 

finds in these Buyings of the F thers, the ethical teachin s of the early Rabbis 

found in the Ilishnah, one comes upon many rich nuggets of precious isdom, and one is 

impressed as one reads these ethical maxims of our teachers of old with their remarkable 

practical anity and dependable svundness and common sense and utter sobriety. 

The ethics of the Rabbis, and Je ·ish ethics enerally1 are not derived from any 

philosophic or metaph sic8l speculations, and are not b sed on ny artificial formula 

such as, for exam le, the ethics of the great Greek philosopher, Aristotle, . ~hich is 

systematized, built into a symetrical order and based u on a funda ental formula from 

which all ethical doctrine is derived. Aristotle called that doctrine the "Doctrine 

of the Mean", the middle way. The Greeks were enerally impressed ith the idea 

of order, roportion, measure, in all things. The called it "Mesostes" - the 

middle, the middle of the road. On the great shrine, the Delphic oracle, there was 

inscribed the famous ords "Maden A an" - "NotlrlJlg in Excess." Virtuous conduct to 

them is a balance. Evil is excess or deficienc. Virtue is the b nee bet een the 

to extremes. 

This formula of tr~ Greeks, es ecially of Aristotle, who gave them the philosophic 

formula, is ver impressive, but i not uite ade uate. This formul sug ests that 

virtue is arrived at by strikin a era e bet een to ldnis of excesses nd b 

adopting a moderate amowit of feeling or action. 

But it does not ~rovide for what is after all basic in an ethic 1 ife - the 

ur e to be ethical, the drive to truth and to duty. It does not explain - this 

formula "Not in Excess" - the extreme of self-sacrifice, of martyrdom by hich the 

cause of mankind is advanced time and a ain. 

~umillty, forgiveness, self-abne~ation, piety 

the pattern of Je ish and Chri tian ethics. 

Nor does it include such virtues as 

hich a.re such dominant strands both in 

Judaism is not so much concerned ith a comprehensive fomula as a guide to ethic 1 

conduct as it was ersuaded that no such formula w s available. Man's relation to 

himself, to society and to the universe was to vast, difficult and canplicated to be 

I 
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contained within a si.m le formula frame ork. Judaism did set before man as a sort 

of over all challenging goal which concededly could not ever by reached which gave man 

a sense of general guidance, general direction. Judaism called th t "imit~tion of 

God." That is to say, to take the supreme idealism of ihich mankind is ca able hich 

is reflected in mankirrl 1 s conception of his God and use hat as a mcxlel for his thoughts 

feelin sand actions. "Be ye Holy, for I, the Lord our God am Holy." "Even as you 

ascribe mercifulness to God, practice mercy in your own life." Seek to exem lify 

it in our own life." 

Juda:irn was not captivated b - the idea of s etry c:2.nd eaut in the coordinated 

and well-balanced ethical action. It as far more concerned ith th inner motives 

of en, with the ethical as irations, the upward strivings oft e human soul, the 

striving toward perfection. Therefore the ideal man in Juduism, the one who occupied 

the supreme position, the most appreciated ,ias not the Zakik, not the righteo ,s man, 

ho obeyed every commandment, but the H~sid, the )ious man. The Hasid as of a higher 

class than the Zadik. The Hasid is am ho not only obeys the letter of t he law, 

but ho goes, as the Rabbis said, "beyond the border of the La•" The Hasid is the man 

who aspires to a su erior kind of g - d life. "Sanctify thyself even in matters which 

are ermitted to thee." Th~t as the slog~n o the Hasid. And in the life bf the 

Ba.sid there was a deeper in entness, a more passionate and mystic u~lity about his 

actions and his feelings and in his religious thoughts. 

Thus, for example, in the ethics of the Fathers, we read this inte esting 

thought. "A man who believes that "what is mine is mine, and hat is thine is thine" 

is a perfectly propoer, righteous human being. He doesn't claim anything that does 

not belong to him. He ies not ish to take ytbing that elon s to ou. The 

Hasid is the man ~ho says: "What I h ve is also thine even though hat you have is 
.. .,,. 

yours." The Hasid is more cont,.ent, more humble, more charitable, more scrupulous 

in inavoiding possible injury to his fello men. He oes not insist on a strict 

interpret tion of the la hen it is to the disadvantage of the law, lthough many 

righteous men may insist upon it. In other words, the Hasid seeks to imit te those 
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quail ties which are ascribed to his God. A fc.J11ous abbi said the 145th Psalm 

explained exa.ctly the difference: "God is just, righteous, a Zadik in all his ways. , 
But he is a Hasid in His acts." That is to say, at the beginning, God is just, but 

in the end he deals with his world like a Hasid on the rinciple not of justice, but 

of mercy." For the world, owing to man's frailty could not exist b the strict 

enforcement of the law. So that Judaism has an ethical ideal which goes be om this 

well-balanced, s etrical middle course which Greek thought regarded as t he formula 

for the ethical life. 

The great J ewish philosopher, aimonides, ho lived in the 12th century, a 

great disciple of Aristotle, so ht to harmonize that thought with Greek thought . 
• 

He sought to apply the Aristotli....n thou ht of the Golden mean to Jewish ethics. 

In his ei&ht chapters, Maimonides' introduction of the Pirke Avoth, he gives a 

very ?rofound interpretation of Jewish ethics. aimonides does not of course 

depreciate the Hasid who does not maintain this e act ala.nee between two extremes. 

He seeks to explain his action, that his conduct, hi caution and his restraint is 

due to hi desire to restore the health of his soul. But for the majority of 

mankind, Maimonides advises them to choose the moddle path. 

Now this position of Maimonides was severely criticizes time and a ain b other 

Je ish philosophers for putting Je ish ethics in the narro framework of Greek 

phil:sophy. For ex.:-...mple Professor Lazerus in his great book, "Ethics of Judaism,• 

has this to sa: "It is astonishing that Maimonides should have fs.iled to note 

the infinite divergence bet een the Aristotelian and the Jewishmoral doctrine so 

com )letely as to intermingle the two •.. What, we ask, has t he cycle of Aristotelian 

virtues gracefully disporting themselves upon the path of the golden mean - virtues 

that, for the most part, are no positive virtues, only the mean between to i ces; 

virtues regulating the decorous behavior of the educated, well-to-do Athenian; virtues 

utterly removed from the serious mor~l obligation which is afthe essence of the 

Jewish spirit; virtues the lack of which indicates naught of abysmal guilt; the 
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possession of which, nau ht of the heavenly heights of mral purity before od -- .hat 
. 

have t hese comely, amiable virtues to do ith the unutterably sublime idea of divine 

morality? If this collection of ide~s is not blasphemy- and of blasphem .aimonides 

certainly was never guilty - then it shows absence of cri tical thou ht; it i s t ho~ht

lessness begot of the currency of Aristotelian concepts and the veneration for them." 

The Greek gentleman, the Athenian aristocrat for hom Aristotle ~rescribed 1as 

not at all the Jewish gentleman f or ~hom the prophets and Rabbis rescribed. In 

the 6th chapter of the Ethics of t he Fathers, are enumerated those virtues hich the 

perfect man, according to Je ish ethics should po ~sess. And among t hese ualities 

which are essential to the ethical life of the perfect an are: reverence, meekness, 

long-suffering, a good heart, resignation under chastis ement, rejoicing in one's 
f 

lot, cla iming no merit for oneself, loving mankind, loving rep■ xr■p■ re roof, keeping 

oneself far from uest of glory, bearing the yoke with one 's fello men -- all of 

these virtues, none of hich one finds in the conce tion of the perfect man under 

Aris totle's conception. 

Here is the type of the i deal Athenian of Greece t hat Aristotle prescr ibes 
I 

for: "The quality of higghmindedness .. may be t aken as embod ing the r it most rized 

in thenian gentleman. The highminded man claims much and eserves much; lofty 

in his standard of honor and excellerx:e he accepts ributes from good men as his just 

desert, but despises honor from ordinary men or on trivial rounds; good and evil fortune 

are alike of r elatively sm 11 importance. He neither se ks nor fears danger, he is 

ready to confer favor s and fer et injuries, slow to ask favors or cry for hel, 

fearless in his ve • d hatred, in his truth and his iniependence of conduct; 'not 

easily moved to admilltion, for nothing is great to him. He loves to possess beautiful 

things that bring no profit, rather than useful things that pay; for this is the character

istic oft eman hose resources are in himself. F ther, the char~cter of the high

minded man seems to re uire t hat his gait should be slo, his voice deep, hi speech 

meaasured; for a man i s not likely to be in a hurry hen there are few things in which 

he is deeply interested, nor excited when he hol s nothin to be of very great importance. 
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and these are the c .uses of a high voice and raid movew· nts.'" 

This is the Athenian gentleman of ristotle. He is not deeply concerned in 

any problem, not dee ly interested in an thing, certainly not moved b. the wrongs and 

injustices of the orld in the re-organiz at~on of society. That is why the Greeks 

never produced any prophets while they did roduce great artists, ~hilosophers. 

There is~ great gulf bet een the conception of ethics which comes from t. Sinai and 

the one which comes from Olympus. 

Nevertheless there is in Jewish ethics an amazing sanity and soundness hich is 

reflected in these ethical sayin s of' the fathers. For example, m is urged to 

seek perfection. But in a man•s uest for perfection, he is advised to avoid wrong 

urns. Take the matter of idealism. Judaism makes mandator the ideal uest of' 

man for perfection for it gave one some zest, !.ift and e;:altn.tion of life. was 
self ,, 

ur ed to work for a better/and better society. 

Nevertheless, man is advised: "It is not our duty to com lete the ork in 

which you are en aged. Just as you are not f'ree to desist from it, just s ou 

are morally bound to engage in great human enterprises for the re eneration of ~ankind , 

just as morally you ~re bound to rise to higher planes of' culture, nevertheless thine 

is not the duty to complete it. Don't break your heart over it, because you cannot 

see the whole, the total achievement for rhich you are striving . The road is long 

and hard. The road is endless. If ou advance but one step on that road, be tha ul, 

be comforted, be satisfied." It is good advise no to be over-enthusiastic, over

eager idealists who fre -uently ear themselves a rt and break their hearts in the 

uest of great ~oals ich are not in the re ch of any one man. 
studyjn" the 

J Again, the noblest :thing in life is perfection. Rabbis called it/Torah. But 

it meant much more. lt meant the spiritual, ethic 1, cultural develo ment of man 

in kee ing with the la of' . The study of the Tor&h the said is greater 

than the priesthood, greater thrn roy~lt. A man who le rns the Torah enriches 

his life. But all this is not enough. 11 Torah, all self-culture which is not 
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tied up with 11 ork, ,ith doing things in the end becomes futile. ere intellectualism, 

mere self-perectionism may le~d to arid s iritual futility, to unctious self
needs 

sufficiency, to soci~l enmity. at the orld/is not aloof spiritual ex uisites, 

what the orld needs is orkers, builders, laborers in eve field. Learning arrl 

laboring with your fellow workers you will bring more accu.ltw:1ted n.sdom and 

culture. It isn't study hich is the important thing, but the deed. That is t 

sanity and the soundneas of Jewish ethical ap roach. 

Take another instance. Certainly in Ju ,,_ is.u , aith is ver im~orta.nt, _1iet , 

the reveren e of God . That is t e heart of religion ccordinJ to Judaism. But even 

t a t i not enough. Blind faith my lead to all forms of spiritua aberr~tions. There 

are oth are s of t he h an in v. ich mi ht be cultiv ted sL11ul neously ' a re man 

att~ins erfection. One ust also tr to ac uire learning n isdom. "Abo r can 

never be feeling ~n ." "o~ can an ignoran ,an be a Hasid. If there is 

no wisdom, there is li~el no rev~rence ..... . 

The said that an. ose isd mis greater t an his r veren e of God i like a tree, 

a beautiful tree 1ith rich f oliage of any 

and ,hen the stor comes, the tree is to ed. 

anches, ut o re rots, dee ly rooted, 

Retributi0n, t e eternal life of the herafter, t e arld to come - that is 

often s.:,:>oken of in Ra ' inic Liter ture. The wor to co e fi ures ver rominentl 

in so much in the Hi le as in 1 ter Je ish literature. The elieved in immortality. 

04

he • believed in eternal life. And et a Rabbi ·1 s ble to s s.. to his disciples -

listen to this - one hour of re ent nee an ood deeds in thi world is ar more 

im orta.nt than thew ole life to come. The dee est satisfactions of ethical living 

can be ha here on this earth, in this life, and the- out eigh all eternit • This 

is ·rha t I mean by t'w■ii••• sound ethical sence. 

Take this iictum of the Rabbis. hen one sees t 1 good life, the Rabbis say, 

"one should t ink of himself." It is essential that one should think of himself. It 
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is essential that one should think of himself' and look after himseli". Hil, el said 

"If I am not for self, ho will be for me?" This idea of self-lessness, 0 

never thinking of yourself' -- th tis not good. You have aot to think of ourself. 

Ethical life begins ~ith one's own spirit, one's own conduct. But "if I am for 

myse f only, hat in the orld am I?" ' h t use is there in any single lonel 

self-centered egotistical life? A man must advance along ith his fella men . 

. !an must try to strengthen others in order to strengthen imself in progre s ng throu h 

life beca ea an can find fulfillment of himself onl· in society. You mi .:rht call that 

enlightened self-interest. Whatever ou call it, it is clear tat no man is com ete 

tout his social ~roup. And so the 

and selfishness. 

bis ire out e choice et e3n altruism 

Take another exam)le taken from these ayings of t'e Fathers. If ou ant to 

find perfection, the ideal life, the summum bonum, the hi ,hest god in life, gon•t 

!let the ~orld absurb you too much. "Lessen th toil for 1orldly goods, orldly 

occupati n." But, the R.:..bbis also sa: "Do not tr~ t o run wa from t e orld in order 

to see Jerfection, lie the hermits do, or the monks becau- e t e vorld contains too 

many tri ls, res.onsibilities, etc. o, said the Rabbis, no, thut i not ood ..... 

Sta int e orld and seek your ~ay in t~e orld an make your place in the mi st 

of life. Do not se .... rate yourself from · our community, rom your conJre a.ti on. 

bitions re ood. A man should be ambitious. But a bitions for ,;h t? That is 

the important uestion hich a man s eekin perfection must ans er. So the Rabbis 

s~y: Do not hanker after a table of kins for our table is reat r t~an theirs, and 

your crown is nobler than theirs. Thro h ambition man shouls trive to become 

erfect m n, a well-roun ed, good man, actively artici. tlng :In the life of his 
• 

community, as irinl, ener etic, ideali tic, ~r ctical. That is the oo soun ense 

of Judaism. Take the matter of Communism. Judaism as never communivtic. It neve 

despised private property. "Let the property or thy nei hbor be as dear to ou as 

t ~ine own." Thee is nothing ong in possession. There is reat rong in 
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ac uisitiveness 1 in exploitation. A man should share what e as of su st nee, kno ledge, 

power 1ith tho e 1ho have less. Ma~ is morally bound to seek im rovement of the needy, 

and dispossessed. He should as ire to brin greater e uality, justice in t ~e orld. 

Judaism never reached the economic doctrine of cummunism. "A man who says what 

is yours is mone and · hat is mine is yours is an Am ff4'aretz." 

Judaism ··;as never acificistic, though militarism was decried and i r as 

deprecated nd the prophets reached to their peo le to "be t t heir J swords into 

lo hshares ...•. " en ere tau5 ht to be seekers of peace. Yet t he ere never 

t aught t o turn t he other cheek to the smiters. The r never said: "Resist not 

Evil". Evil mu t be resisted. 

of the evil-doers. 

lhe po er to do evil m t be ta~en out of the hands 

This, my goo friends is the isdom of Isr el. This i a the sowid, t ady, 

de endable, ,ractical ethical guidance . hich Jud.al m has iven to man. And for that 

et ical gi.tidance of our forefathers e should be deepl rateful. e should in 

our lives try to fol.lo it, ractice it •.... 
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